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This paper reports on child data generated in a pilot project of the ACCESS 
Study of Child and Family Services, an investigation of the degree to which 
child and family services meet user needs within local communities. Based 
on theoretical perspectives drawn from social capital theories, the pilot study 
was undertaken by a partnership of local early childhood services within the 
precinct of Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane (Australia) and 
included two childcare centres, two kindergartens/preschools, one playgroup 
and one primary school. 76 children aged three to eight years were asked, in 
informal conversations with their caregivers, to comment on their 
experiences in the service and to consider possible advice they might give to 
children coming into the service. Theoretical perspectives from the 
sociology of childhood are used to examine children’s accounts of their 
lived experience in early childhood services. 
  
Keywords: social capital, integration, child conversations, children, 
families, communities 
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 Background to the study  
 
The ACCESS study of child and family services (Tayler, Tennent, Farrell & 
Gahan, 2001b) is propelled by international policy initiatives towards the 
integration of child and family services to improve access, to reduce social 
exclusion, to enhance well-being and to ensure that effective, flexible, 
relevant services are available in local communities (Hirsch, 1999; Hurd, 
1999; Koraly et al., 1998).  A significant and growing body of research 
attests to the benefits of effective services for young children and their 
families, as well as to the longer term social and economic benefits for 
communities (Ball, 1994; McCain & Mustard, 1999; Pascal et al., 1999).  
While a strong theoretical case is emerging for the development of effective, 
integrated child and family services to enhance social capital and community 
capacity building (Putnam, 1993), prior to the ACCESS study there had 
been no Australian research to guide and support such processes. The 
ACCESS study was developed by Tayler (1999) to redress the paucity of 
Australian research evidence and to address the need to establish local 
evidence-based models of integration. The study uses the theoretical frames 
of community capacity building (Putnam, 1993) and human ecology (Bowes 
& Hayes, 1999; Bronfenbrenner, 1999) to examine service provision in local 
communities with a view to encouraging and supporting the development of 
local community solutions (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999). The study, as 
such, is set within the policy landscape of Australia with its industrial 
imperative to workforce-oriented, market-driven approaches to children’s 
services (Brennan, 1999; Cashmore, 1999). These phenomena are iterative 
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of what Irwin (1999) in the UK terms the ‘new market family’ (p.43) where 
children’s needs are likely to be eclipsed by workers’ civil liberties and the 
ascendant family labour unit. 
 
The pilot study of the ACCESS project (conducted in 2000) examined the 
perspectives of 167 families on access (awareness, affordability, location 
relative to home, visibility and distinctiveness) and relevance (child-family 
needs, service focus) of services; with a follow-up sample of 30 families 
using focus group discussions to elaborate on issues of access and relevance 
and to explore family attitudes (expectations, inclusiveness, service 
reputation), involvement (responsiveness, liaison, participation) and  
coordination (usage of multiple services, overlap, disparity, aspirations for 
family support) in local services. Tayler et al. (2001a) found that parents 
look for services that are of high quality, have a variety of facilities, are 
close to home, and have a sound reputation in the local community. This 
paper examines children’s views of the services chosen largely for them by 
parents. It is not surprising that children’s accounts of their own experience 
in these services may vary from those of their parents, given the situated 
character of their understandings of experience and the notion that children 
inhabit a universe that is “phenomenologically distinct” (Boyden, 1997, 
p.224) from that of their parents. It was seen, therefore, as conceptually 
sound to speak with children, and not exclusively to adults about their 
experiences in child and family services. 
 
It is important to note here that, while the ACCESS researchers recognize 
the salience of children’s changing competence over time (Schaffer, 1993) 
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and the systematized assignment of gendered roles (Farrell, 1998; 
Walkerdine, 1990), this paper avoids the “disciplinary singularity” 
(Woodhead & Faulkner, 2000, p. 31) associated with selecting either 
developmental or gender frames to analyze this corpus of child data. Rather, 
we use, in broad terms, the wide-angle lens of the sociology of childhood 
(Christensen & James, 2000; Mayall, 2000; Qvortrup, 1994) to examine the 
child data. The following sections now provide selected excerpts of 
children’s own accounts of their experience in specific services so as to give 
voice to their distinctive experiences in the services. 
 
Children in research 
 
Unlike counterpart studies in other parts of the world, a methodological 
innovation of the ACCESS study is that the researchers are listening to 
children, not just to their parents, caregivers and service providers; that is, 
listening to what children say and how they say it (Cowie, 1998). As such, it 
is an investigation of children’s sites of experience (Qvortrup, 2000), where 
children are competent informants on their own lives (Alanen, 1992). 
Children in the ACCESS study are seen, therefore, as research participants 
rather than as subjects or objects of the research in generating the 
ethnographic record (Christensen & James, 2000; Graue & Walsh, 1998; 
Mayall, 2000; Qvortrup, 2000). Further, they are seen as gatekeepers of the 
research (Alderson, 2000), allowing researchers to enter their world and to 
respect their versions of reality.  
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In listening to children the study supports Australia’s seminal Seen and 
Heard Report (1997) on children in the legal processes (produced by the 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission and the Australian Law 
Reform Commission). The report found that children were largely ignored 
and marginalized and it advocated substantial reform to ensure that children 
are both seen and heard. In redressing this marginalisation, the ACCESS 
study conceptualizes a research role for children to be both seen and heard. 
Moreover, listening to children in the research enterprise acknowledges the 
human rights of children to participation in relevant social processes 
(Castelle, 1989).  
No social organization can hope to be built on the rights of its 
members unless there are mechanisms whereby those members may 
express themselves and wherein those expressions are taken 
seriously. Hearing what children say must, therefore, lie at the root 
of an elaboration of children’s rights.  
(Eekelaar, 1992, p.20) 
 
The ACCESS study also recognizes the diversity of children’s lives. The 
OECD Thematic Review of Early Childhood Education and Care (Press & 
Hayes, 2000) attests that Australian children live in complex and changing 
communities characterized by demographic, familial, ethnic and socio-
cultural diversity; and where children participate in the Australian economy 
as significant consumers of goods and information services (Farrell, 1999b; 
Scott, 1995).   
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The researchers in the ACCESS study acknowledge the power imbalance 
between adults and children (Boyden, 1997) and recognise the “status and 
power differentials which shape (or have the potential to distort) the 
processes involved in carrying out research with children” (Woodhead & 
Faulkner, 2000, p. 31).  
Respect for children’s status as social actors does not diminish adult 
responsibilities. It places new responsibilities on the adult 
community to structure children’s environments, guide their 
behaviour and enable their social participation in ways consistent 
with their understanding, interests and ways of communication, 
especially in the issues that most directly affect their lives 
  (Woodhead & Faulkner, 2000, pp. 31-33). 
 
Thus, the research conversations with children were framed in such a way as 
to both recognise the disparity between adults and children and to ameliorate 




Researchers sought the views of 76 children aged 3 to 8 years on their 
experiences in the child and family service. Settings within the university 
precinct and local environs included a state primary school (a state-
government funded school of 200 children from 5 to 12 years), a state 
preschool (a state-government funded service licensed for 75 children from 
3 to 5 years), two long-day care centers (funded jointly by the 
Commonwealth and state governments and licensed for 75 children in each 
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centre from birth to 5 years; one operated by a university student guild and 
the other by a community early childhood organisation), a community 
kindergarten (a joint state government and community funded centre 
licensed for 45 children from 3 to 5 years) and a playgroup (a community 
funded parent and child group currently serving 120 families with children 
from birth to 3 years). Each facility employs qualified registered early 
childhood teachers and is serviced on a cyclical basis by specialist early 
childhood consultants. Apart from the state-operated school and preschool, 
each service is subject to the statewide childcare regulations (ie Child Care 
Act 1991) and to nationally mandated accreditation (ie Quality Improvement 
and Accreditation System, National Childcare Accreditation Council).   
 
Children in the study were from English-speaking backgrounds. Only those 
children for whom informed involuntary consent was obtained participated 
in the conversations. As Clark and Moss (2001) note, it is not sufficient to 
acknowledge the rights of children to express an opinion, we must also 
respect their right to remain silent.  
 
The children were prompted by questions such as: Why do you come to 
here? What do you really like about coming here? Is there anything you 
don’t like about being here? Also, children were shown a picture of a child 
with whom they may be familiar and were asked to share their insights into 
factors which might help this ‘new friend’ to enter or to move across the 
services and what the child needs to know to have a good time. 
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Verbatim transcripts of children’s audio-recorded conversations (with 
assigned pseudonyms) were analyzed to identify the categories that children 
themselves use in their descriptions of life in the service. This analytical 
approach examines the categories that children, as data generators, employ 
to represent their experience (Silverman, 1998). “Significant knowledge gain 
results when children’s active participation in the research is deliberately 
solicited and when their perspectives, views and feelings are accepted as 




 1. Children’s rationales for being in the program 
 
When conversing with the adult about why they came to the service, 
children generated a range of justifications, based largely on the institutional 
nature of the service. On the one hand, there was a groundswell of opinion 
from children in the school and preschool that they came to “learn” to do 
things and to prepare for the future.  On the other hand, children in day care 
and kindergarten saw their participation as a function of their parents’ 
employment. The following tabulated excerpts are illustrative of such 
rationales. 
 
Table 1: Why do you come here? (Insert here) 
 
2. Positive aspects of the program 
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When children were asked what they liked about being in the service, their 
responses again appeared to be functional of the service type. The younger 
children in the playgroup, for example, focused on their favourite pieces of 
play equipment and on specific activities offered in the program; whereas 
the school children focused on specific subjects, activities and people. There 
was clear concurrence of opinion, amongst the school children, that sport 
(especially soccer played by both sexes) was an important aspect of 
institutional life. That sport is accorded social space in contemporary 
Australia is corroborated by findings of a recent study conducted by the 
Cultural Ministers’ Council and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2000) 
that Australian children expend significant hours in sport within and outside 
school time. 
 
Table 2: What do you really like doing? (Insert here) 
 
One child provided unequivocal support for her experience at school, “I love 
school, especially this one, it’s better than most schools. Well…the teachers are 
much more nice and much easier and the work is easy and everything works out 
well”. This view was reiterated by another child referring to school in idyllic 
terms, “It’s a perfect school. I like everything”. 
 
3. Negative aspects of the program 
 
When asked what they did not like about being in the program, children’s 
responses clustered around the adverse behavior of other children. School children 
cited others bullying, teasing, annoying them and getting hurt as negative aspects 
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of their experience. For example, one child reported a negative experience while 
playing soccer, 
 
Getting kicked playing soccer…one day I was kicking the ball and W  came up 
and he was the one who got tripped over and he was kicking me and I never 
falled over.   I didn’t do anything and he just started kicking me…When we’re 
playing soccer and some people kick the ball and it goes wham right into my 
stomach.  (Mel, 7 years) 
 
 
Table 3: What things don’t you like about being here?  (Insert here) 
 
The school children’s accounts of negative experiences lend weight to the 
growing evidence of bullying in schools and its harmful emotional and physical 
effects for learning and for overall health and wellbeing (Farrell, 1999a; 
Hyndman & Thorsborne, 1994; Izard & Evans, 1996; Olweus, 1991; Rigby & 
Slee, 1994; Slee, 1997; Smith & Thompson, 1991). Australia’s Developmental 
Crime Prevention Consortium (Homel, 1998) identified bullying in the early 
years as predictive of later delinquency and urges communities to provide child-
friendly early childhood programs.  
 
Children in the ACCESS study use sophisticated category membership (eg “the 
bully”) to essentialize (Davies, 1998) and caricature the negative behaviour that 
threatens the desired social order (Danby, 1998). Notwithstanding the seriousness 
of reported bullying, children demonstrate competence in positively managing 
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peer behaviour (Cowie, 1998). Some children, for example, gave insights into 
their ingenious altruistic strategies in what otherwise might be sites of bullying.  
 
And if you’re playing tiggy and he’s up… tell everyone to run slowly like he 
does.  (Lee, 8 years) 
 
I help them to play soccer…help them to know which way to go to kick the ball, 
help them get goals and stuff. (Clancy, 7 years) 
 
There was also evidence of children being highly socialized into adhering to 
school rules and expending energy maintaining the sanctioned social order. Some 
children were resigned to the institutional mores imposed by the school life. For 
example, 
 
I don’t mind getting into trouble cause you get used to detention.  You just get 
used to it.  Most of the detentions you just pick up two pieces of rubbish and 
then go.  (Jan, 7 years) 
 
 
One child articulated common consequences of acts of transgression, 
 
Getting triple trouble or double trouble. Double trouble is getting into trouble 
twice and triple trouble is getting into trouble three times …we’ve got 
warnings and normally there’s three of them and the first warning you just get 
a warning and the second warning you have to stand up for 15 minutes and the 
third warning you get detention at lunchtime. (Lesley, 8 years) 
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 Others, however, devised strategies to circumvent the vagaries of the system, 
 
P was lucky because she got a detention but it was after lunch, so she had to 
do it the next day…but she was away the next day and then when she came 
back the teacher had forgotten…so she never got the detention. (Toni, 7 years) 
 
 4. Advice to newcomers 
 
When children were asked about possible advice they might give to 
newcomers to their service, they emerged as competent participants (Danby 
& Baker, 1998), providing informed responses based on their direct 
experience of the program. Advice was framed around enjoyment of ‘fun’ 
activities on the part of the younger children and, for the school children, a 
focus on knowledge of and compliance with institutional protocols and 
rules. 
 
Table 4: What advice would you give to a new child coming here?  
(Inert here) 
 
Some children demonstrated an intricate knowledge of the social geography 
and daily routines that bracket school life.  For example,  
 
I’d tell them this is the boy’s toilets and never go in the other toilets and don’t 
go into the office. Underneath this building here is out of bounds – unless it’s 
raining.  Big lunch is only one hour and if you’ve been down there for five 
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minutes and a bell rings, well that’s a wet weather bell and that means it’s too 
wet to play outside so you come upstairs and play. (Will, 7 years) 
 
You’d show everyone’s names.  Like when I was in Year 1, a boy had to show 
me around and I was the first one to be his partner. We’d show him where the 
toilets were and everyone’s name in the class and let him play with us…and 
show him where to get a drink and like year 1 and 2 are supposed to eat under 
the shed (sometimes we don’t). He has to be quiet in the class and … and no 
playing in the toilets. (Sam, 8 years) 
 
Such child insights affirm that childhood is socially constructed, culturally 
framed and sanctioned in social assumptions about what constitutes 
experience and knowledge (James, Jencks & Prout, 1998; Mayall, 2000; 
Qvortrup, 1994). Shamgar-Handelman (1994) believes that:  
 
Every society crystallises its own set of norms, rules and regulations that 
dictate its attitudes towards the category of its members defined as 
children. From a collective perspective, childhood should be described 
as that period of time in each person’s life which society allocates for 
the process of training to become a kind of member that the society 




Thus, the ACCESS study utilizes the methodological innovation of drawing on 
child accounts of their everyday lives in child and family services rather than 
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relying conventionally on adult accounts as reliable evidence of the phenomena. 
Its conceptual derivation is that children as well as adults are respected as “social 
and cultural actors” (Woodhead & Faulkner, 2000, p.31) whose accounts are 
valued in human services that are designed ostensibly to enhance child, family 
and community wellbeing. Children’s authentic accounts of governance and 
regulation are found here to be embedded within the institutional functions, 
social rituals, behavioral sanctions and sophisticated category membership of the 
particular service. In sum, they contribute new knowledge and lend weight to the 
policy imperative of developing social capital within humane and democratic 
communities (Dewey, 1958; Green, 1995), including child and family services, 
where children and their families are free to participate, to be aware of the needs 
of others, to work cooperatively and to experience connectedness and 
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 Table 1: Why do you come here? 
Primary school 
 
Preschool Day care 
centres 
Kindergarten Playgroup 
So that you can 
learn and when 
you grow up you 
know a lot of 
things and you can 
work in the 
business (Charlie, 
7 years) 
Because I need to 
learn more 
(Les, 5years) 
Cause I want 
to…Daddy goes 
to work (Sam, 4 
years) 
Because when our 
mummies go to 
work, we come 
here…so there is 
someone to look 
after you (Min, 3 
years) 
Because I want 
to 
(Tina, 3 years) 
You can have 
friends and grow 
up and know how 
to share and stuff  
(Ton, 8 years) 
To write my 
name…at first I 
just learned the 
next letter after the 
M and then I 
learned all the rest 
at the same time 




and Daddy work 
(Lee, 4 years) 
Mum and Dad can 
have a bit of time 
by themselves 
(Jade, 4 years) 
 
Special games 




that’s what I just 
said 
(Terri, 7 years) 
Cause it’s a 
preschool – it’s fun 
and that’s where 
preschool kids go 





to work (Kerry, 4 
years 
Because someone 
might steal you 
(Leigh, 4 years) 
I like it (Ewan, 3 
years) 
To do maths and 
all that stuff…so 
you can get better 
at it 
(Bille, 8 years) 
I was turning 4 
(Tom, 4 years) 
Mummies go to 
work so we 
come here to be 
looked after 
(Tye, 4 years) 
New friends, you 
get new friends 
from school and 
preschool 
(Tim, 5 years) 
 




(Ollie, 8 years) 
To behave 
(Will, 5 years) 
Because we have 
to work, we have 
to play (Clancy, 
4 years) 
Play (Mik, 4 years)  
Learning the rules 





 Exercise (Sam, 4 
years) 
 
To learn more 






(Lee, 5 years) 
 
And learning to do 











 Table 2: What do you like about being here? 
 
Primary school Preschool Long day care Kindergarten Playgroup 
 
I like science – it’s 
really cool to learn 
about animals and 
things like that 
(Nikki, 6 years) 
Building stuff 
(Ashleigh, 5 years) 
Playing on the 
swings…making 
things (Meg, 4 
years) 
 
I like something – I 
like playing with 
the dough and 
gluing (Tonae, 4  
years) 
The flying fox. 
The swings. The 
little car that 
goes over the 
hills  
(Annie, 3 years) 
I like learning 
history …learning 
about ancient 
Egypt and about 
the wars (cause I 
wouldn’t like to 
be in the war) 
(Harley, 7 years) 
Playing outside 
(Sheldon, 5 years) 




(Clanc, 4 years) 
I like making 
things sometimes 
and I play with 
play dough 
sometimes too 




(Ewan, 3 years) 
Art, handwriting 
and speedsters and 
maths and reading 
(Simone, 7 years) 
Home corner 
…making things 
(Tom, 5 years) 
Playing 
(Franc, 4 years) 
Playing chess 
(Simon, 4 years) 
 
Excavator in the 
sand. It digs up 
sand.  And it 
digs up dirt. The 
dozer…the 
bulldozer 
(Nathan, 3 years) 
I like art and I like 
my teacher 
(Kylee, 8 years) 
 
 Making friends 
(Adrian, 4 years) 
Well…I like to 
build stuff and the 
thing What I like 
most  is  playing 
outside (Kay, 5 
years) 
Blocks (Nat, 3 
years) 
Maths, playing in 
the playground 
tuckshop doing art 
lessons. (Peta, 7 
years) 
 
 My teacher 
(Julianna, 4 
years) 
 Just playing on 
the swings (Tina, 
3 years) 
I like maths – I 











 The roller 
coaster…you go 
down and go 
sailing a really 
long strip and up 
a high mountain 
and you land on 
the wheel of the 
car (Bill, 3 years) 
Stories – writing 
them 
Speedsters…twent
y sums in 
underneath four 
minutes (Pen, 8 
years) 
   The soccer ball 
(Carson, 3 years) 
Doing science and 
making 
experiments and 








  Humpty Dumpty 
(Tyron, 3 years) 
 23
 Table 3: What don’t you like? 
 
Primary school Preschool Long day care Kindergarten Playgroup 
I don’t like it 
when people bully 
(Sue, 7 years) 
 
There’s only two 
things bothering 
me about here - 
how all the grass is 
dirt…and some of 
my friends don’t 
want to sit next to 




I don’t like reading 
and if I don’t like 
reading I can’t 
read. 
Maybe when I’m 
older – cause when 
I’m older, I’m 
going to get pocket 
money (Mye, 4 
years) 
 
Yes, people who 
are really tall and 
talk really loud 
and all that stuff 
(Min, 3 years) 
I don’t like (peer) 
cause every time 
we kick the ball 
out of the yard, 
he’ll go and get it 
and boot it so that 
we have to run 
after it.  And he’ll 
get his other 
friends and they 
come and tease us 
(Samm, 8 years) 
I don’t like (peer) 
because she asks 
too much and she 
thinks she’s funny. 
She always wants 
to sit with us and 
she doesn’t even 
ask to sit with us 
(Marlie, 5 years) 
Sometimes I 
don’t like getting 
out of bed to 
come here, but 
once I’m here I 
like it (Shaun, 4 
years) 
I don’t like reading 
and if I don’t like 
reading I can’t 
read. maybe when 
I’m older, when I 
get pocket money 
(Sobian, 4 years) 
I don’t like when 
people muck up, 
people being 
naughty (Bill, 3 
years) 
 
I don’t like being 
teased by the 
grade sixers or 
sevens… most of 
the boys do. When 
we’re playing 
soccer and I 
accidentally 
kicked it over the 
net and they say 
‘get lost’ and then 
they all crowd 
around and they 
elbow us (Munie, 
7 years) 
There’s nothing I 
like everything 
(Cherilee, 5 years) 
I don’t like being 




Like when she said 
“sitting in a tree 
and kissing and 
kissing” and all of 
that and I didn’t 
really like it an I 
said two times and 
then I said it again 
and they stopped 
saying it (Harvey, 
4 years) 
The scary lion 
that’s on 
teletubbies 
(Nathan, 3 years) 
I don’t like to be 
pushed and spitted 
at…cause you get 
germs and then 
you’re sick 





  The crows and 
that baby (Ewan, 
3 years) 
Two kids in our 
class … because 
she’s really really 
annoying and he’s 
really cruel to 
animals (Leroy, 7 
years) 
 
   Having to leave 




Table 4: What advice would you give a new child who is going to come here? 
 
Primary school Preschool Long day care Kindergarten Playgroup 
Put your hand up 
when you talk 
(Adler, 6 years) 
 
So, if they were 
coming, you’d say 
don’t play roughly 
If they were quite 
small, like four and 
three quarters and 
just about to turn 
five, they would 
have gotten hurt. 
If they were just 
about five, that 
would have been 
okay…(Pen, 5 
years) 
You know, M’s 
going in the car 
seat next year 
and I’m going in 
the booster. I’m 
not coming to 
childcare next 




Tell him the rules 
(Lane, 4 years) 
You can play 
with any toys 
(Trina, 3 years) 
 
 
Tell them what 
you learn and 
make friends with 
them 
(Mill, 7 years) 
 
You can’t play 
wrestling or using 
guns in preschool.  
Only games at your 
house…some guns 
and water pistols 
(Billey, 5 years) 
How to be 
friends 
(Nik, 4 years) 
 
Maybe they’ll miss 
their mums…and 
dads (Sheena, 5 
years) 
I’d say it’s a 
horrible place. 
I’m going to 
trick him (Ewan, 
3 years) 
Need to be 
showed around the 
school and let 
them join in to the 
games you’re 
playing (Clarrie, 8 
years) 
No fighting and 
just sitting down 
nicely on the carpet 
and have 
something nice for 
morning tea and 
then go home and 
have a lay down 
and watch 
television (Abe, 5 
years) 
 
You have to give 
her bottle in the 
nursery and give 
her a rest… 
because she has 
two rests.  And 
she needs some 
music to give her 
rest.  And, she 
also needs some 
light (Harlee, 4 
years) 
Showing him 
around. My friends 
from day care 
showed me around, 
showed me where 
to put the cups and 
where to put the 
lockers (Harvey, 4 
years) 
 
Teachers’ names  
(Skye, 6 years) 
If someone says the 
world is square, 
just say its round. 
My sister doesn’t 
believe me (Rikkie, 
5 years) 
 
   
You need to say… 
like yeah… it’s a 
very nice school 
and nice 
people…don’t tell 
them it’s a horrid 
school with mean 
people cause then 
they wont want to 
come (Teri, 8 
years) 
Not to be that 
rough with them 
cause they’re just 
new (Pedro, 5 
years) 
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